


ENG2213 - Introduction to Oral Literature (Week 6) 


1. INTRODUCTION 


The oral form is the earliest form of literature across the world. Like 
African literature, Western literature developed from oral narratives 
as well. For instance, Greek and Roman myths or legends like that 
of Oedipus, Ulysses and Aeneid inspired great works of classical 
literature. In the same way, the oral forms influenced early Nigerian 
writers as they attempted to represent their African experience 
through the novel or the short story medium. The playwrights are 
not left out as they re-enact some myths and make copious use of 
other oral narrative forms of proverbs, riddles and many others in 
their plays. Poets also draw inspiration from their cultural 
background and reflect some aspects of oral forms in their works. 


2. DEFINITION OF LITERATURE 


The word literature etymologically drives from Latin 
literature/litteratura “ learning, a writing ” originally “writing 
formed with letter ”, in spite of this, the term also has been applied to 
spoken or sung texts (Ruth, 1974). 

Technically, in its broad narrow sense as it has been defined as 
“anything that is written” (Gyasi, 1973). Rees (1973) sees 
literature in the narrow sense as “a writing which expresses and 
communicates thought, feelings and attitudes towards life.” 
Moody (1987) writes that literature “springs from our inborn love 
of telling a story, of arranging words in pleasing patterns, of 
expressing in words some special aspects of our human 
experience.” Boulton (1980) defines literature as “the imaginative 
work that gives us reactions, recognition, revelation and 
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redemption.” Rees (1973) after describing what regarded as 
literature; summed up that “literature is a permanent expression 
in words of some thoughts or feelings and ideas about the 
world.” The ancient Greek philosopher, Aristotle (c. 384 - 322 BC) 
in his Poetic Treaties (c. 365 BC) refers literature “ mirrors life” 
It’s through literature writers marrow socio-political situation of the 
society and satires what they intend to express to society. 

Generally, literature is a word that is applied to virtually anything 
that is written under the sun. For instance a manufacturer who is 
offering the consumer some new products encloses it in a leaflet or 
manual containing more information on the product or gives some 
prescription on its use. This is called literature. Similarly, every 
discipline from humanities to social sciences, law, environmental 
studies, and mathematics to medical sciences has its own literature. 
It is therefore necessary to distinguish the literature is intend to 
discourse under this course. 

Nkem Okoh (2008) categorized literature into literature of 
knowledge and literature of power. Literature of knowledge refers 
to the literature that gives more information on products or 
subjects while literature of power is imaginative. This imaginative 
literature is a powerful form of human expression in an artistic 
manner. It is an art that conveys its message through language 
(either in written or spoken form). This language is organized in a 
colourful manner to make it enjoyable. The writer or speaker uses 
words in their denotative and connotative ways in order to please 
the audience. 
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Generally, literature is expected to delight and instruct. Through 
literature, we learn more about, people, the physical, psychological, 
religious, political, cultural and social issues in the world around us. 
It also inculcates values, imparts knowledge and helps us in our 
intellectual and emotional growth as individuals. In fact, it helps us 
also to understand human beings and their interpersonal 
relationships better. Literature therefore, is a composition in 
language (words) which tells stories, represents, mirrors, enacts or 
dramatizes real life situations, advocates ideas and expresses 
emotion. We are familiar with works like Chinua Achebe’s Things 
Fall Apart (1957), Zulu Sofola’s Wedlock of the Gods (1972) or J.P. 
Clarks “ Abiku ” () or even popular nursery rhymes like “ Baa baa 
Black Sheep” (RFSI, 1744) or “ Twinkle Twinkle Little Star” (Jane, 
T. 1806). These are works of imagination that tell stories about 
events, animals, concepts, or objects. As we read them, we learn 
more about the world around us while at the same time we enjoy the 
stories presented. The unique feature of literature is made manifest 
more in its use of denotative and connotative language. This means 
that words are used in their literal, figurative or symbolic sense. The 
writer, through the manipulation of words, sends his message across 
to his/her audience (NOUN, 2009). 

Literature comes into two forms; forms are taken to mean mode in 
which literature is expressed usually, it is either oral or written 
form. The written form of literature is that which has been reduced 
to writing. It is common among literate cultures, while the oral form 
predated the written one. 
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3. ORAL LITERATURE 


The oral form is the form of literature that is called orature; i.e. 
blending of the two words ora l + litera ture = orature. In simple 
terms, Oral Literature is a spoken imaginative communication that is 
not written but transmitted through the word of the mouth for 
entertainment and sometimes edification of the audience. Oral 
literature therefore means literature that is not written but presented 
orally, preserved and transmitted from one generation to the other in 
that form (Ki-Zerbo, J. 1990). 

Oral Literature is a spoken imaginative communication that is not 
written but transmitted through the word of the mouth for 
entertainment and sometimes edification of the audience. Oral 
literature therefore means literature that is not written but presented 
orally, preserved and transmitted from one generation to the other in 
that form. 

Oral literature reflects the people’s way of life. Those from riverine 
areas for instance base their folklore on the sea/sea animals while a 
race of hunters dwell move on hunting, animals and the forest. Thus 
we have different versions of the same basic story, in which the 
setting and characters change according to the occupation and 
environment of the people. 

4. ORIGIN OF LITERATURE 

Literature was existed since from the creation of man of even before; 
depending of religion believes. It was a time where no form of 
written letters to book and reserve the events happened at that time 
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rather than passing it through the spoken words. Early man, or Pre¬ 
literate societies possess rich and varied oral literature in all 
traditional forms of literature (i.e. narrative (prose), sung (poetry) 
and performance (drama) that effectively constitute an oral 
literature. This form has been continued by literary societies 
nowadays. Because, the writing of language was conceived and 
developed at about 5,300 years ago, for example; Sumer (ancient 
country of southern Mesopotamia, in present-day Iraq) began 
between 3400 and 3300BC, Mesoamerica 3000BC, Egypt around 
3100BC (using hieroglyphs ), Mohenjo Daro (ruined Bronze Age 
city in southern Pakistan) around 2500BC (used pictographic 
writing to indicate their goods) and China (using cursive ) around 
1200BC (Brian, M. & Charlotte Beck, 1996); while humans are 
existed in this world about 300,000 years ago, etc. (Klein, R.G. 
1995). 

Due to the absent of writing at prehistory/pre-literate, early man/pre¬ 
literate societies used spoken words to express themselves, reserving 
historical events, make songs, compose a story etc. This oral 
literature reflects the people’s way of life. Those from riverine areas 
for instance base their folklore on the sea/sea animals while a race of 
hunters dwell move on hunting, animals and the forest. Thus we 
have different versions of the same basic story, in which the setting 
and characters change according to the occupation and environment 
of the people. Thus, Simon Gikandi (2003) refers orature as 
“something passed on through the spoken word, and because it 
is based on the spoken language it comes to life only in a living 
community. Where community life fades away, orality loses its 
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function and dies. It needs people in a living social setting: it 
needs life itself.” 

For example, before the advent of the written form of narrative 
stories, e.g. novel, the novella and the written short story genres, 
there are existed spoken ones in many Nigerian cultures, stories that 
recorded the people’s cultural experiences. These stories serve as the 
repository of the people’s beliefs, social philosophies and 
observations about life. They also provide insightful information 
about their environments. These include myths, legend and folktale. 
Apart from narratives forms there is rhetoric forms. These are those 
forms that are closely connected with rhetoric or the act of speech in 
the traditional society such as tongue twisters, riddles, and proverbs. 
In Africa, knowledge and culture have traditionally been transmitted 
orally from one generation to the next. The mythology of these oral 
cultures is embedded within their ritual practices. For example, a 
myth that recounts a sacrifice as the act that established order at the 
beginning of time can provide the model for a ritual sacrifice that 
aims at restoring social harmony. As Yoruba myth of creation, the 
historical point where Oduduwa, the legendary progenitor of the 
Yoruba race landed via a chain to found lie Ife. He descended with a 
a bag of sand and a pigeon in hand. He began the work of creation 
and expansion of the earth with the help of the pigeon at a spot that 
became known today as lie Ife (meaning “the place where the land 
began to expand ”) he venerated as “the hero, the warrior the leader 
and father of the Yoruba tribe” (Samuel, J. 1921) . An example of 
legend, like Bayajidda legend Hausa people, he was said to an 
eastern prince who was driven out of his kingdom in Arabia; he was 
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forced to migrate in a long march with his followers to present day 
south western Nigeria. His sons became the rulers of Daura, 
Katsina, Zazzau, Gobir, Kano, Rano and Garun Gabas formed the 
“Hausa Bakwai”; while the other son (Biram) ruled Kebbi, Zamfara, 
Gwari, Jukun, Nupe and Yauri which referred to in this tradition as 
the “Banza Bakwai” (Aigbokhai, S.O. 1975). In the prehistory, 
African societies; adults use fables also to teach morals to the young 
generations. They use animal characters speak and act, sometime use 
call and response to tell their stories, e.g. “gatanan-gatanan ku” in 
Hausa, “story-story” in English etc. Fables are essentially 
imaginative and fictitious stories that are not found on history or 
reality. Gizo and Koki are examples characters of Hausa fables; Igbo 
uses fowl; Anansi 4 a spider in the folklore of the Ashanti people of 
Ghana and East African folklore, a tortoise in Yoruba folklore, a 
hare found in central and east African folklore etc (Encarta, 2009). 

Preliterate societies also, form a rhetorical form; for example tongue 
twister it helps to promote fluency in speech. Twisters also present 
patterns of word play or pun as well as patterns of alliteration and 
assonance which make for sweetness in speech thereby making 
whatever one says memorable and enjoyable. Tongue twisters play 
very important roles in the education of the child, as it helps the 
child in the development of his/her communication skills. Examples 
of Hausa tongue twister: 

Malama Mariya, malamar makarantar Malam Madori. Matar 
Malam Mamman manaja man fetur Malam Maduri Malumfashi. 

The sound /ml here is repeated 22 times. They also use riddle, a 
question or statement requiring analytical thought to answer or 
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understand; a conundrum or enigma (Encarta, 2009). The first group 
poses the question and the other to give the answer. In Igboland, it 
starts with gwam gwam gwam - tell me, tell me, tell me. This is 
followed by tell me what... In this way, e.g. “it goes in the morning 
on four feet, at launch-time on two, at evening on three”', this riddle 
describes a crawling baby, standing person and an old person with a 
walking stick (Antti, W. 1918). Another examples of Hausa Riddle: 
Q: Kuli kuli fita ; A: Gauta; Q: Baba na daka gemu na waje A: 
Hayaki. Furthermore, proverbs, (short well-known saying that 
expresses an obvious truth and often offers advice) are composed by 
preliterate societies. 

Songs also are performed in different rhythmic patterns, to express 
personal grief (lament), celebration (rhapsody), to invocate, for 
praise (panegyric ), to teach moral lesson (didactic), to narrate a 
story (e.g. epic) as well as song sung during funeral congregation 
(clirge/elegy) etc. In Hausa land, there are songs sung before the 
Emirs, some to hunters (mafarauta), professionals (masu sana’a) 
elite (masu-hannu-da-shuni) etc., examples, song sung by Jauje is 
sung to Emirs and his relatives. Song sung by drumming Gangi is 
for Mafarauta! Hunters. While song sings by drumming galandu 
usually is for community (jama’a). 


CONCLUSION 

To conclude this research, it is evident from the discussion that 
literature has been originated or existed since from the beginning of 
man. Before the advent of the writing, preliterate societies used oral 
tradition to express themselves; communicate as well as culture, 
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believes and philosophies reservoir. All the forms and examples 
given above were used by pre-literate societies to express 
themselves in different forms such as narrative, rhetoric, sung etc. to 
reserve, teach moral lesson or for entertainment purposes. In the 
early societies, man identified the entertaining value of literature and 
therefore developed it. He composed poetry and sang songs while 
working in order to be relieved from the hardship of labour. In the 
evening after work, he gathered members of his family together 
around the family hearth to enjoy stories. Moreover, the modern 
writers draw from the oral narratives, sung e.g. Achebe’s Things 
Fall Apart (1957) etc. in the creation of their pieces of creative 
writings. 


5. CLASSIFICATION OF LITERATURE 


Oral literature, like the written form is categorized under three broad 
genres: 

a. The Spoken Form (Prose) 

b. The Sung Form (Poetry) 

c. The Performance (Drama) 


6. THE SPOKEN FORM (PROSE): 


The spoken form of traditional literature is further sub-categorized 
into Narrative and Rhetoric forms. 


a. TRADITIONAL ORAL: NARRATIVE FORMS 


Before the advent of the novel , the novella and the written short 
story genres, there existed in many Nigerian cultures, stories that 
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recorded the people’s cultural experiences. These stories serve as the 
repository of the people’s beliefs, social philosophies and 
observations about life. They also provide insightful information 
about their environments. 

In these stories, we find the people’s attitudes to natural phenomena 
and depict the way of life of a particular community. The stories are 
generally educative while they entertain the audience. They are also 
part of the socialization process, because through them, the 
community perpetuates its knowledge, values and experience. They 
attempt to explain the origin of existence, and also present the lives 
and contributions of great personages. In addition, they create a 
nexus between the past and the present. Sometimes this past dates 
back to the primordial or prehistoric era. Modern Nigerian written 
prose narrative evolved from the traditional oral narratives. They 
include: 

i. Myths 

ii. Legends 

iii. Folktales 


MYTH 


Myth refers to an ancient story or a body of stories that attempt to 
explicate the early history or origin of a people. Myths are set in 
primordial times. It is presented as incidents or events that happened 
“in those days”, so, it is difficult to situate myths in a particular 
period hence there is no date for the origin of myths. It is assumed 
that they exist in each community. 
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Myths also help to explain the process, the whys and wherefores of 
certain natural events which are usually viewed or sound mysterious. 
Stories about the origin of a community are often regarded as myths 
because they appeal to the imaginative fancies of the people. Myths 
essentially fuse the physical with the metaphysical and the natural 
with the supernatural. Hence, they cannot be meaningfully subjected 
to the rules of logic, rationalism and empiricism. 

Akporobaro (2006:48) defines myth as “a kind of story or 
rudimentary narrative sequence, normally traditional and 
anonymous, through which a given culture ratifies its social 
customs or accounts for the origin of human and natural 
phenomena, usually in supernatural or boldly imaginative 
terms.” 

An example of myth is the creation story of Yoruba people of 
Western Nigeria that traces the origin of the people to a myth which 
states that Olodumare sent Orunmila to the earth but the whole 
place was flooded. Orunmila then sent the dove which perched on 
top of the water and deposited the sand it clutched in its two legs. 
The sand that was deposited started expanding on top of the water 
thereby gaining more solid lands. The act of spreading which in 
Yoruba means Ife, is where Ife got its name Ife and the town is 
regarded as the origin of the Yoruba race. 

Myths also try to explain certain phenomena in the traditional 
societies like the origin of life and death, other great forces of nature 
and the reasons why certain features are where they are or why 
certain things happen. They deal principally with past events relating 
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to the origin of the universe, the creation of heaven and earth, the 
separation of the sky sea from the land. They also try to explain 
other matters of great significance for instance another Yoruba myth 
of creation claims that a primogenitor called Oduduwa descended 
from heaven to the earth through a chain, a bag of sand and a pigeon 
in hand. He began the work of creation and expansion of the earth 
with the help of the pigeon at a spot that became known today as lie 
Ife (meaning “ the place where the land began to expand”). 

Hence, in the two myths, lie Ife is seen as the origin of mankind. 
People tend to regard myths as being false or unreliable, but its 
literary quality is assured. 

Myth is close to legend. It is however, distinguished from it because 
myth is far removed from history. Etiological myths explain why 
certain truths about human existence have come to be. For instance, 
the story about why the sky is separated from the earth exists in 
many Nigerian cultures and such a story is classified as etiological 
myth. The coming of death into the world and the struggle between 
good and evil, are other examples of such myths. 

This prose narrative which in the society where they were told are 
considered to be truthful accounts of what happened in the remote 
past is myth. They are accepted on faith; they are taught to be 
believed and they can be quoted as authority in answer to ignorance, 
doubt, or disbelief. Myths are the embodiments of dogma; they are 
usually sacred; and they are often associated with theology and 
ritual. Their main character are animals , deities , or cultural heroes, 
whose actions are set in an earlier world, when earth was different 
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from what it is today, or in another world such as the sky or 
underworld. 

2. LEGEND - is set in the past but deals with heroes/heroines in a 
known past. The link between myth and legend is that both are set in 
the past. However, they differ in nature. Unlike myth, legend has 
some measure of claim to history in an unknown past. Legend 
refers to a story that is passed down orally from one generation 
to another and has its foundation in history. They are fragments 
of history that help to teach morals, encourage and inspire members 
of the community. They are close to life and some of them are 
authentic. They tell stories of people who actually lived and the 
things that really happened. However, most of them are embellished 
to enhance the aesthetic perspectives of the stories and make them 
move fascinating, and entertaining. Legends present personalities 
and events that are believed to have existed in the history of a 
particular community, whereas myth draws its subject from gods, 
superhuman entities and natural phenomenon. Thus, the deeds of 
great warriors, kings and leaders of a community are woven into 
legends. Legends have provided inspiration for the modern Nigerian 
novelist and short story writers. For example, Hausa legend of 
Bayajidda, a traveler from the Middle East, 

killed Kusugu Well’s Serpent, married the queen of Daura, from 
whom came seven sons. Each son is reputed to have founded one of 
the seven Hausa kingdoms: Kano, Rano, Katsina, Zazzau, Gobir, 
Kebbi, and Garun Gabas. 
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3. FOLKTALE - are stories that are considered fictitious and 
imaginary. They draw their subjects essentially from the animal 
world. Adults use fables also to teach morals to the young 
generations for whom they are primarily, composed. As the animal 
characters speak and act, they remind us of the human world and its 
load of vices, intrigues, virtues and moral principles. As such, fables 
derive their significance from the imitation of, and relevance to the 
concrete realities of human existence. You should note that fables 
are essentially imaginative and fictitious stories that are not founded 
on history or reality. Gizo and Koki are examples characters of 
Hausa fables. 

Traditional Oral Narrative Forms: Rhetorical Forms 

These are those forms that are closely connected with rhetoric or the 
act of speech in the traditional society. They include: 

i. Tongue Twisters ii. Riddles; and, iii. Proverbs 

They are used as ornaments of speech for effective and persuasive 
communication. The rhetorical forms of oral literature in any 
Nigerian culture include these genres that are used in speech for 
persuasion or for more entertainment. This involves the skillful 
deployment of the resources of the language of a people for effective 
and persuasive communication. 

i. TONGUE TWISTERS - Tongue Twisters in whatever language 
fulfill very important roles in the rhetorical education of the child. 
They help to promote fluency in speech. They do so by confronting 
the child with patterns of speech error in the language. It is expected 
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that through constant confrontation with such patterns or errors in 
the language the child is expected to learn to overcome speech errors 
of this kind. He therefore grows up groomed linguistically to 
overcome slips of tongue. This is in 

recognition of the difficulties the slip of tongue can cause speech. In 
tongue twisters, a child is expected to repeat a set words or phrases 
as fast as possible and as many times as possible. In such games and 
practices he/she perfects his/her speech patterns and avoids or 
overcomes error in speech. Tongue Twisters also present patterns of 
word play or pun as well as patterns of alliteration and assonance 
which make for sweetness in speech thereby making whatever one 
says memorable and enjoyable. Tongue twisters play very important 
roles in the education of the child, as it helps the child in the 
development of his/her communication skills. I will give two 
examples, one in vernacular (Igbo) and the other one in English. 

1. Nwanyi na-akwa akwa, I na-akwa akwa na okuku yili akwa 
na-enu akwa akwal’akwa di na-enu akwa. 

We see that the word ‘akwa’ is repeated nine times. 

Nwanyi na-akwa 

Akwa - cloth 

I na-akwa akwa - crying 

Okuku yili akwa - egg 

Na-enu akwa - cloth 
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Akwal’akwa - sewn 
Di na-enu akwa - bed 

The literal translation is - The woman who sews/is sewing, are you 
crying that the hen laid an egg on top of the cloth you have sewn 
and placed on the bed. 

2. I saw father Francis, frying four fresh fish for the few fresh 
fathers from Calabar. 

3. Kura ture turmi, turmi ture kura: 

Hyena push the mortar, mortar push the hyena 

4. Malam Mariya matar Malam Mamman Manajan Mai Fetur 
Malam Madori Malumfashi 

Malam Mariya the wife of Malam Mamman, manager to the 
filing station of Malam Madori town, Malumfashi quarters 

y. RIDDLE - is a question or statement requiring analytical thought 
to answer or understand; a conundrum or enigma. 

Riddle is also part of the rhetorical form of oral literature. Riddles 
are quizzes or enigmatic questions or descriptions wrapped up in a 
figurative language. Riddles consist of a complete system of verbal 
expression which encompasses the major rhetorical expression used 
in the language of a particular people. In the traditional society, 
riddles involve two contestants either as individuals or groups. The 
first group poses the question and the other to give the answer. In 
Igboland, it starts with gw am gw am gw am - tell me, tell me, tell me. 


16 



ENG2213 - Introduction to Oral Literature (Week 6) 


This is followed by tell me what... In this way, participation in 
riddles enables the child and or adult to increase his/her personal 
repertoire of traditional rhetorical devices. The materials of riddles 
are drawn for every area of reality in the world like the natural 
environment, aspects of the culture and practically from every realm 
of human life/experience. In this way, they help to expose the child 
to his environment by presenting various facts of experience in 
striking and memorable images. They help in the process of 
initiating the child into the culture of his own society. Some 
examples of riddles from Igbolanguage are: 

Q: Tell me the plate washed by God that never dries (Language?) 

A: Tongue 

Q: Tell me two people walking under the rain; the rain beats one 
person but does not beat the other person 

A: Pregnant women 

Another examples of Hausa Riddle: 

Q: Kuli kuli fita 

A: Gauta 

Q: Baba na daka gemu na waje 
A: Hayaki 

vi. PROVERB - Proverbs deal with all aspects of life. They are 
used to emphasize the words of the wise and are the stock in trade of 
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old people, who use them to convey precise moral lessons, warnings 
and advice since they make a greater impact on the mind than 
ordinary discourse. The judicious use of proverbs is usually regarded 
as a sign of wit. 

Finnegan (1965:399) defined Proverbs as “marked by terseness of 
expression, by a form different from that of ordinary speech and 
by a figurative mode of expression abounding in metaphor”. 

Oral Literature in Africa. London: Oxford University Press at page 
399. 

They are picturesque, figurative and at the same time poetic in 
nature and these qualities differentiate them from the normal 
everyday speech or discourse. 

A few examples of Nigerian proverbs from various tribes, which are 
translated into English, are given below: 

1. Too much speed in wrestling is always followed by a bad fall. 

2. If you do not provide for old age, you cannot expect old age to be 
good for you. 

3. The ear that pays no heed to advice is usually cut off with the 
head. 

4. A monkey broke the razor after shaving, not knowing that the hair 
would soon grow again. 

5. A poor man’s hen is his cow 

6. A short man hangs his bag where his hand can reach it. 
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7. A disobedient fowl obeys in a pot of soup. 

8. Size is the legacy of the elephant. 


2. TRADITIONAL POETRY 


Traditional Oral Poetry comprises performances in form of songs, 
chants or recitation in which the performer binds himself in advance 
to follow a certain regular rhythmic pattern. Some of Oral Poetry 
are songs with choric refrains in a call-and-answer-pattern, the song 
that has alternating sole lines and verses that serve as the chorus or 
refrains, some of them present coherent stories while some of them 
are just sung for entertainment. 

In Yoruba land, Ewi is a common term for poetry and it is sung at 
different occasions. So, there is the Ewi that is sung at weddings like 
the bridal poetry called Ekun Iyaw and Rara lyawoo\ the one for 
hunters is the Ijala; Oriki is for the praise of an individual, family 
and lineage; while the Iwi Egungun is for the Egungun masquerade 
and Orile for towns/race. Each poetic form has its own peculiar 
rhythm and occasion for rendition. They have professional poets 
who render poems to the accompaniment of music. 

In Hausa land, there are songs sung before the Emirs, some to 
hunters ( 'mafarauta ), professionals ( masu sana ’a) elite ( masu-hannu- 
da-shuni ), Examples, song sung by drumming Jauje is sung to Emirs 
and his relatives. Song sung by drumming Ganngi is sung to 
Mafarauta/HuntQYS. While song sings by drumming galandu is for 
community (jama’a). 

Oral poetry is categorized into: 

— 
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i. Musical Poetry 

• Lament 

• Dirge/Elegy 

• Rhapsody 


|i. Invocative Poetr|y 

• Self Praise 
Planegyric 

• Didactic 

• Narrative 


iii. Ritual Poetry 
iv. Casual Poetry 


i. MUSICAL POETRY 

This is poetry in form of chant performed to the accompaniment of 
music. This includes various types of lyrical performances. The lyric 
is a short emotional poem in an expression of emotion which is 
composed to follow a particular rhythm. Here the word lyric is 
referred to in the modern sense as poetry which expresses intense 
emotion. There are two types of such of emotional expressions 
which are emotions of joy (rhapsody) and emotions of grief (elegy). 
Elegy is further divided into lament and dirge. 

• LAMENT - this is personal elegy because it expresses personal 
grief without reference to any particular event. It could be about the 
tragic circumstances in the world at large or to other causes of grief 
in the individual’s personal life. The poet generally renders his 
laments ladened with philosophical statements. Laments are 
presented mostly when a person or group of people are oppressed or 
on cases of injustice. 

• DIRGE/ELEGY - Dirge/Elegy is the type of elegy that is 
common at funeral/burial ceremonies and is usually musical. It also 
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contains philosophical statements about the inevitability of death, 
the grief and other effects of death on the living. 

• RHAPSODY - Rhapsody is the category of the musical type of 
joy. In this form of oral poetry the individual celebrates causes of 
happiness in his own personal life and in the world around him. It is 
a kind of chant usually common in minstrels. A man bursts into it 
when he is happy himself and the world. It expresses his sense of 
total well-being. It is also the kind of chants by maiden at moonlight 
plays and or at marriage ceremonies lullaby could also be 
categorized as rhapsody. 

ii. INVOCATIVE POETRY 

This poetry addresses a second person in an attitude of veneration or 
respect. The addressee could be human, plants, animals or inanimate 
objects. This is one major category of in vocative poetry that is found 
mainly all over Africa in form of praise. It comprises a series of 
praises or celebration of the achievement of the individual animal or 
objects. Also in the invocative poetry is the poetry of self-praise. 
Self-praise poem as the name implies occurs in a situation where one 
sings his own praises while in the panegyric poetry accolades are 
lavished on the presumed deserved person/or animal/object. Here is 
an example of invocative poem from Yorubaland below: 

Salute to the Elephant 

*0 elephant, possessor of a savings-basket full of money 
*0 elephant, huge as a hill, even in a crouching posture. 
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*0 elephant, enfolded by honour; demon, flapping fans of war 

• SELF-PRAISE - is a form of praises of another person and also a 
praises of oneself, and the latter presents poems in praise of oneself. 
In it, the individual, or masquerade, chants own praise. This genre is 
found all over the country. In Awka for instance a masquerade like 
the Agaba, Okwomma or Idu praises itself with names that portray 
its prowess. For example, a masquerade refers to itself as “ the dry 
meat that fills the mouth; the wind that that cannot be trapped ” 
and many more. Some warriors or noblemen do the same thing 
sometimes. We find such also in Tess Onwueme’s The Reign of 
Wazobia the Regent praises herself as the masquerade /Who 
dances the hot steps of the new day, The finger that laps the soup 
when it is hottest ...”. 

Also in Yoruba land, there is an Oriki in which the individual 
praises himself as we find below: 

Emi ni Akinmogun ma sa 

Arija ma sojo 

Apogun pote 

Apote pogun 

Ogbagba agbote mole gba, gba, gba a 
Anjounu eyan ti o nsun nile, 

Ti o fun nba am re leru 
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The translation: 

• I am Akin rogun, 

• The royal warrior that can never refrain from war 

• That can never be intimidated by any conflict 

• That crushes wars and uprisings 

• He who wields the sledge hammer that destroys confrontation 
completely. 

• A spirit-like person that sleeps at home and is afraid of himself 
Examples of Hausa Self-Praise by Sarkin Jeji/Mafarauta of Hadejia: 

• Ihuhu! 

• Sai ni Sarki jejin Hadeja da kewaye 

• Ni ne jeji da ba a yiwa kyaure sai dai mahaukacin kafinta 

• Ni ne dakalin majina a hauni a zame 

• Ni na bara ni ne na bana 

• Yaro ya tabamu uwarsa ta sake sabon jego 

• Badai mutum ko aljanna sai dai Allah.... 

• PANEGYRIC - is an extravagant praise delivered to the royal 
courts that flourished was characterized by wealth, power and 
pleasure especially among the Hausas and Yorubas. Poets were part 
of the court retinues and their main specialty in poetry rendition was 
panegyric as they compose elaborate praise poems to eulogize their 
kings and other noblemen. 

Apart from royal households, the Oriki in Yoruba land is used to 
praise an individual, a family or a lineage. Poets who specialize in 
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them render them as the occasion demands. In the Oriki, The 
individual is praised with accolades and his ancestry is traced. Each 
family has an Oriki and each community has its own Oriki too. 
According to O. A Adewale, he has two versions of individual Oriki, 
In his father’ lineage, his Oriki starts with “son of an Elephant”. 
The elephant here symbolizes wealth, majesty/royalty. In the one 
from his mother’s side, he is addressed as Son of a lion which 
depicts bravery and fearlessness. The Oriki has an ability to 
intoxicate the addressee. This intoxication is seen as some people as 
possession. This is because sometimes when the praises is being 
rendered the addressee may be carried away by the accolades that he 
give out more that is expected to the poet. Some panegyric poems 
could be classified as heroic poems when they recount the exploits 
of heroic deeds of an individual, gods, families or communities. 

• DIDACTIC - This form of poetry teaches moral, spiritual and 
philosophical lessons. It offers advice or provides moral instruction 
on the moral codes of the society. It teaches mainly the young ones 
on how to comport themselves and how to be responsible citizens of 
the society. 

• NARRATIVES - This includes the epics, it is a specie of heroic 
narrative poetry which celebrates the achievements of a hero. 
Usually, the epic presents the emergence of an individual as a 
champion in the society against the background of evil in the 
society. History is celebrated in another category of narrative poetry. 
In this kind of narrative poetry, the major character is that 
community itself. Other characters are a galaxy of personalities 
associated with the development of the community. This is called 


24 



ENG2213 - Introduction to Oral Literature (Week 6) 


historical narratives. There are also the mythological verses which 
recount myths. Myth as seen in unit one, is specific account 
concerning gods or super-human beings and extra-ordinary events or 
circumstances in a time that is altogether different from that of 
ordinary human experience. Every myth presents itself as 
authoritative, always an account of facts, no matter how completely 
different they may be from the 

ordinary world. Myth occurs in the history of all human traditions 
and communities and is a basic constituent of human culture. This 
poetry that presents exclusively one aspect or another of the peoples 
myth may be described as mythological poetry e.g. The Fulani myth 
of creation tells how the world was created from a drop of milk. 

iii. RITUAL POETRY 

This comprises of recitations and speech forms is verse that are 
spoken chanted or recited in magical or religious contexts. They 
include all kinds of prayers, divination chants, oracle chants, curses 
or malediction chants, and incantations by magicians. A good 
example is Traditional Poetry of KOLANUT from the Igbo by 
Lawrence Emeka. 

iv. CASUAL POETRY 

These are poetry of incidental and non-serious type found in various 
situations in social relationships. A good example is greetings to 
welcome the new moon, as is seen in Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall 
Apart. Some of the casual poems are found in the hawker’s song 
used to sell merchandise etc. 
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3. TRADITIONAL DRAMA 

Drama as an art form thrives on performance because it involves an 
imitation of an action, an enactment or a re-enactment of a story in 
lifelike situations. The aim is to entertain, lampoon, condemn, 
satirize, educate or to inculcate moral values. In all these, action or 
imitation of an action is involved. Tradition performance which 
seems to be a drama includes: 

i. FESTIVAL - A festival is a periodic feast, a celebration of an 
event. It includes forms of entertainment and performances and 
which are often held at a particular time of the year. African festival 
theatre brings together ideas, actions, aesthetics which are partly 
sacred (religious) and partly secular (sometimes profane). For 
instance, there could be a new yam festival to thank a particular god 
or pay homage to him for a good harvest and pray for a better yield 
in the following year. A man sets out with this noble intent but 
along the line, gets drunk, molests people or indulges in other 
unwholesome acts. There is a mixture of the sacred and the profane 
in his action. Festival theatre is different from theatre festival. The 
former is a theatre produced as festival. The latter is a conscious 
attempt to declare theatrical productions in a given environment. 
Festivals are important in the Nigerian traditional society because of 
the following reasons: 

• Festivals uphold and promote solidarity and collective 
consciousness among a particular people. 
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• They are characterized by collective euphoria where the sacred and 
the profane are interwoven. Usually there is a suspension of the rules 
and norms of ordinary life. 

• They are characterized by non-work posture. Leisure is the central 
element in festivals so people look forward to festivals as a period of 
enjoyment and relaxation. There is usually a gradual change of 
occupational activities. Many festivals take place during the period 
of ‘rest’ for the people when there is less to be done in the farms. 
Festivals provide a forum for an entertainment and recreation for the 
people. 

ii. RITUAL - Ritual is an honest act which follows a particular 
pattern, is performed for a particular effect (result) and in 
accordance with the tradition. In the early times, sometimes, the 
seasons did not come as expected or calamity may strike in a 
community. In this event of an abnormality in the cosmos, men felt 
that the gods were angry and that they had offended the gods, one 
way or the other. They then devise means or ways of atoning for 
their sins and or appeasing the gods. Sometimes this appeasement is 
conducted only once but at other times it becomes a regular form of 
ceremony for the community. When it becomes a regular occurrence 
following a definite pattern to achieve a specific result, it becomes 
ritual. So, ritual is a continuous practice of a group of people either 
to satisfy custom or cause certain things to happen. It is a kind of rite 
that is performed faithfully, a re-enactment that looks like drama but 
different from drama because of intent. When the intent is simply to 
entertain, it is drama and audience is made up of human beings. But 
if the intent is to achieve a particular result and audience is 
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supernatural, it is ritual. The audience is the people to whom the 
message is directed and the priest is medium through which the 
message is relayed, and the suppliants are the actors. Ritual is a 
transformation of belief into action through enactment. 

iii. ANCESTOR WORSHIP - In the Nigerian traditional 
communities ancestral worship is very common. Deceased relatives, 
especially the elders, are regarded as ancestors and are believed to 
have some influence on their younger generations. People therefore, 
are cautious not to offend their ancestors but whenever such thing 
happens, such ancestors are appeased. Apart from the appeasement, 
ancestors are invoked or revered from time to time as the occasion 
demands to intercede or intervene for the living in some critical 
moments. In some Igbo societies for instance, after breaking the 
kolanut, a piece of the kolanut is thrown outside for the ancestors to 
eat before the mortals would eat their own share. Even in the prayers 
preceding the breaking of the kolanuts, the ancestors are invoked for 
protection. Also, before taking a gulp of palm wine, part of the wine 
is used to pour liberation to the ancestors before the mortals drink 
their own. 

In many homes, there were, and are still shrines for the ancestors. In 
some communities, particular tree are dedicated to them. In Awka, 
Anambra State usually a tree is planted in honour of an ancestor 
whenever a first male child is bom. It is called “Ogbu chi'” Ogbu is a 
type of Boabob tree and this tree represents the person’s god. From 
time to time, he is expected to perform some sacrifice at this tree or 
make some supplications. These minor gestures are performed freely 
by any adult male, preferably the eldest in the family. However, 
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whenever there is a serious problem or in a communal reverence, the 
diviner is usually consulted and he prescribes the requirements for 
the ceremony. In this case, the priest acts as a mediator between the 
living and the dead. While the living worship the dead in with 
reverence in supplication, penitence, invocation or thanksgiving. 
This in some cases these ceremonies or assumes a higher sacrifice 
dimension, and culminates in a festival. You can see that some form 
of representation and imitation of action is involved. The priest 
yields his personality as a person and 

assumes the role of a priest. Some of the ancestor worships involve 
masquerades. In some communities the masquerades represent the 
ancestors. Adedeji explains that “Alarinjos are bound to the Egungun 
culture by ancestor worship and participate at Egungun festivals. He 
also explains that Sango a onetime Alafin of Oyo introduced the 
phenomenon of the ancestor worship called baba (father) or later 
Egungun (masquerade). In other tribes and traditional societies, 
ancestor worship is equally present in different names and 
dimensions. Try to find out how the ancestors were worshiped in 
your own community. We are concerned with the ancestor worships 
at the communal level. Some of them take place periodically while 
some occur as the need arises. 

iv. MASQUERADES - in most traditional African societies, 
masquerades are seen as gods or heroic ancestors. They take 
different forms and there are many varieties depending on the 
region, the purpose, the content and the pattern. They are usually 
masked figures of various kinds. A mask is a covering or a disguise 
used to transform the identity of the individual or the wearer into 
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that of another character. So there is an element of impersonation. In 
traditional African societies, we can identify different types of 
masks according to their functions based on the areas of the body 
covered. (Thus we head pieces, face masks and body masks). 

v. STORYTELLING AS DRAMA/THEATRE 

In traditional African society, story-telling is in some cases seen as 
theatre. Stories are told as forms of entertainment. These stories are 
often enacted in the sense that to a greater or smaller degree, the 
speech and gestures of their characters are imitated by the narrator, 
and the action is largely exhibited through dialogue. The theatrical 
and sometimes dramatic performance is heightened by the frequent 
occurrence of music and sometimes rudimentary dance movements. 
Usually, at the beginning and end of the story, there is a form of 
witty exchange between the narrator and the audience. This is called 
focus formulae in oral literature. The popular one in English is 
‘story-story, the audience responds story’. This is to get the attention 
of the audience and sometimes to create humour. These used draw 
the middle and is used by the story teller to draw attention to the 
moral aspect or the significance of the story. Also, in the course of 
the story the narrator introduce a song by, or representing the actions 
of one of the characters and this is taken up antiphonally by the 
audience, which acts as the chorus. In this way the audience partakes 
in the dramatic enactment of the story. Occasional too, the narrator 
could moves among the audience to emphasize a point or imitate a 
particular character. It includes mime gymnastics and acrobatics that 
are sometimes structured to or orchestrated by music. 
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CARNIVAL - is a public celebration that is held periodically at a 
particular time of the year. It involves the community appearing in 
groups according to affiliations like age-grades or families. Each 
group tries to beat the other group in their presentations which 
involve flamboyant costumes, music and dance. In the riverine 
areas, the carnival are in form boat regatta in the rivers while in 
other 

other communities, the performers perform along the streets. In 
Lagos the Fanti cultural carnival is very popular. 

Puppets are models of human beings or animals that are manipulated 
to move by means of devices. These devices could be human 
hands/fingers or strings. These models are created according to the 
roles and the stories to be presented. They are used in dramatic 
performances. They come in different shapes and sizes but the sizes 
are made as small as possible for easy manipulation. In the Nigerian 
setting, the puppets are used for both entertainment and edification. 
A common feature of puppet shows in Nigeria is that they reflect 
moral prejudices sanctions of communities and the depiction of 
social ills. They inform, educate and entertain through laughter. The 
actions of the puppets are usually explained through dialogue, 
narration or music/dance. Puppet shows are popular in the Northern 
part of Nigeria. In the Kwagh-Hir theatre a narrator tells the story in 
fragmentary episodes with jokes that help to liven up the mood of 
the participation while the performance by the puppets is going on. 
Some of the puppets are naturalistic while others are grotesque and 
ridiculous, but “all reflecting moral prejudices and sanctions of the 
community”. The incidents they reflect cover both abstract and 
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realistic situations, attitudes and behavioral patterns of the people 
and other universal human situations. Here Puppets are manipulated 
to present dramatic performances. They come in different shapes 
and styles depending on the characters they represent. The common 
feature is that they reflect moral prejudices, sanctions of the 
communities and other social ills. Usually, they inform, entertain 
and educate through laughter comedy/satire. The actions of the 
puppets are explained through music, songs and narration. 

In Bomu also the puppet show is a popular form of entertainment. 
The puppets are called the dogodogo in Kanuri and the manipulated 
is known as dogodogoma. Unlike in the Kwahir puppet shows that 
involve many manipulators the Bornu show features only one 
manipulator who carries the puppets in a hyena bag. He plants a 
stout forked slick, places his bag in front of it and sits behind the 
stick. He uses his flaming gown to build a tent which is supported by 
his head and the stick and brings out his hand above his head to 
manipulate the puppets. He delivers the lines in a still voice to the 
accompaniment of drums from drummers behind him. Each scene 
tells a story on social issues R.R Ellison recounts that the action is 
highly dramatic in one scene, a thief enters a man’s house and is just 
about to escape with his last when the man’s wife raises an alarm 
and the husband emerges and “gives the thief a sound beating. 

vii. POPULAR THEATRE - This is a form of theatre that is 
commonly approved and widely liked by the common people in a 
given community. The performer here does not need a text, or an 
elaborate stage but a place, time and an audience. Here 
entertainment and amusement are foremost is the minds of the 
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performers and their theatres are so flexible that they can adapt 
easily to any environment. The Yoraba traveling theatre was a 
popular form of entertainment in the communities. 

MUSIC AND DANCE - Most of the traditional performances are 
embedded in music and dance. However we have decided to discuss 
them separately because they on their own are forms of traditional 
performances. Also some dances contain some re¬ 
enactment of stories. A good example is the Ohafia War Dance , 
some dance dramas from northern Nigeria or the Egwu Amala from 
Delta State. 

Dance is usually accompanied by music. In traditional Nigerian 
society, dance is a form of entertainment during festivals and other 
traditional ceremonies and rites. Some of the dances are for mere 
entertainment while many of them are re-enactment of feats/incident 
or the dance is usually used to communicate or promote dramatic 
intention. Music is while according to Meki Nzewi, “dance is 
stylized and structured movement in time and space. Dance 
involves or at the marginal, implies music” so both are somehow 
inseparable “Dance includes mime gymnastics and acrobatics, 
structure to, or orchestrated by music. 

Many people conceptualize dance of mere entertainment but in the 
oral literature, some forms of dance are drama. Dance drama is very 
common in the traditional society. The Egwu amala of the Delta 
Igbo is a good case in point. In the north wooing and marriage are 
common features in their dance drama. 
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